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gesture passed on to the Burmese reproduction of the play. The rigid
tradition soon called forth protests, if not in actual words, then in
deeds. If the Rama play could not be changed to meet Burmese
tastes, other plays would have to be invented. As a result, a native
court drama came into being.1

4.  THE BURMESE COURT DRAMA

It was during the reign of Hsinbyushin under whom the victories
against the Siamese and the Chinese had been won, that the Rama
play was first presented at court. He was succeeded by Singu, who
was king from 1776 to 1782. Singu could appreciate and compose
good poetry when sober, but such occasions were rare. All the same,
the learned atmosphere of the court was maintained, for his queen,
the daughter of the famous commander-in-chief who defeated the
Siamese and the Chinese invaders, was an accomplished poet herself,
and she ever encouraged the continued presentation of the Siamese
Rama at court. Singu was followed by Bodawpaya* (1782-1811),
who was one of the strongest despots that ever sat on the Burmese
throne. But his despotism was of the enlightened kind, and
under his patronage, the learned atmosphere of the court remained
unimpaired. The earlier half of his reign saw the rise of a Burmese
court drama.

Some time about the year 1783, a young courtier came to the
forefront of scholastic circles at the court. This young man, who
was a typical product of the age of learning, which was also the age of
triumph, had distinguished himself in various campaigns when he
began his literary career by composing songs modelled on those of
the Siamese Rama. He was essentially a scholar, learning and experi-
menting, and he was an accomplished student of literature, both
Burmese and foreign. But in spite of his great learning, he kept his
own writings free from too rich an imagery and too bombastic a
language; his Burmese was simple and pure. He wrote in the language
of the court but without artificiality, so that his songs were not only
admired at court, but understood and sung by the common people.
After making his name as a song-writer, he produced various literary
works of all kinds and thus enhanced his reputation, until he reached
the zenith of his literary career in about the year 1785, when he com-
posed and produced the first Burmese court play. This young

1 Extracts from the Ramayana, The Statue Play attributed to Bhasa, and
the Siamese-Burmese Rama play are given in appendix i.